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INTRODUCT ION

In an uncertain world, the Marine Corps nust learn to
stretch every dollar available to maxim ze its war fighting
capability. Escalating operation and nai nt enance costs,
budgetary constraints, and increased depl oynent tenpos all
enphasi ze this point. Unfortunately, by continuing to cling to
t he excess infrastructure of reserve F/ A-18 Hornet squadrons,
the Marine Corps is spreading its resources too thin and risking
not sufficiently equipping its active duty forces wwth the tools
required to succeed in conbat. Although maintaining reserve
squadrons may have been justified in the past, the elimnation
of the four remaining reserve F/ A-18 squadrons would greatly
benefit the Marine Corps. These inprovenents include decreased
operational costs, better personnel nanagenment, and increased
aircraft availability.

THE CREATION OF THE RESERVE AVIATION PROGRAM

As the threat of war escalated in the early 1940's, the
United States realized it did not possess enough aviators to
nmount a sustainable fighting force. Therefore, between March
1942 and May 1943, the 4'" Marine Base Defense Aircraft Wng, now
called the 4'" Marine Aircraft Wng (the Marine Corps’ reserve
avi ati on conponent), was created al ong with many i ndi vi dual
reserve squadrons, including the four remaining today: VMA-

112, VMFA- 134, VMFA-142, and VMFA-321.' Each of these units



participated in extensive conbat actions in the south Pacific,

from Guadal canal to Ilwo Jima, Peleliu to Tokyo. As World War |
came to a close however, the nation no |onger required such a

massi ve fighter aircraft capability; therefore nost units,

i ncl udi ng each one listed above, was decomm ssi oned.

Real i zi ng the possible need to nobilize the disbanded units
for a future conflict, the Marine Corps established a Marine Air
Reserve Training Command in February 1946. |Its tasking was to
preserve the flying abilities of the Marine aviators |eaving
active service to return to civilian life.'" Through this
programthe Marine Corps maintained the skills of thousands of
former mlitary aircrew. Therefore when the Korean War broke
out in 1950, this force of citizen soldiers could quickly
nmobi i ze. Three squadrons were deployed within two weeks and
four nmore soon followed. Wthin nonths the reserves conprised
over fifty percent of the officers of the First Marine Aircraft
Wng and greatly contributed to the unit’s conbat success.

Today the reserve forces continue to be extrenely val uabl e
tools. In fact, the United States’ comritments in both
Af ghani stan and Iraq have necessitated the nobilization of every
reserve helicopter squadron in the Marine Corps. Because the
m ssion of the Marine Forces Reserve is to “augment and
reinforce active Marine forces in tinme of war, national

energency or contingency operations, provide personnel and



operational tenpo relief for the active forces in peacetinme, and
provi de service to the community,”''" thousands of reserve troops
are continuously activated for the ongoing war on terrorism
Wt hout the reserves, the Marine Corps would be unable to neet
its commtnments to the United States’ national defense.
THE CASE FOR DEACTIVATION

Al t hough clear justification for the reserve forces in
general exists, the Marine Corps’ reserve fighter squadrons have
been trenmendously under utilized for over fifty years. 1In fact,
t he remai ning reserve F/ A-18 squadrons have not been activated
as a whol e since before the Korean War.'Y An internal Fourth
Marine Aircraft Wng report states, “Historically, 4'" MAW
fighter assets have not been utilized in actual conbat
operations or unit rotations, even in tinme of great need.”’
These critical periods have included four of the Iargest
mlitary nobilizations of the |last half-century —Korea,
Vi etnam Operation Desert Storm and Operation lraqi Freedom
These facts al one question the rel evance of maintaining a force
that apparently will never be called into action.

DISADVANTAGES OF DECOMMISSIONING

Argunents to keep the reserve forces, however, cite the
advant ages they offer. Chiefly, the retention of highly skilled
pilots averaging nearly three times the flight tine, six tines

t he conbat experience, and at |east tw ce the advanced



gqualifications of a typical active-duty pilot remains a vital
concern.”' The nation sinply cannot afford to | ose the corporate
know edge or conbat flight experience of these pilots. Another
reason to preserve the reserve fighters is to preserve the
fighting force necessary to prosecute two sinmultaneous

conflicts, in accordance with current defense depart nent
strategy. Active-duty squadrons al one cannot provide the

assets, personnel, or war fighting capabilities for such a

si tuation.

Several other argunents are often cited when trying to
justify continuation of the reserve squadrons. First, the
average cost of operating a reserve F/A-18A aircraft is nearly
$1, 100 cheaper per flight hour than an active-duty aircraft."'
Mor eover, with base | ocations throughout the country, the
reserve forces serve as the Marine Corps’ anbassadors to the
nation, providing vital exposure for the service in areas where
there woul d ot herwi se be no presence. Finally, and perhaps nost
inmportantly, mlitary bases provi de enornous econom c benefits
to the cormmunities that surround them As such, politicians
traditionally fight very hard to keep those facilities within
their districts.

ADVANTAGES OF DECOMMISSIONING
Al t hough mai ntaining the status quo m ght seem conpel | ing,

ot her issues regarding reserve units nust be considered. The



Marine Corps could save over $45.7 mllion annually in flight

rel ated costs alone for each reserve squadron decommi ssi oned. V'
Addi tionally, reserve squadrons operate nore cost-efficiently
than their active duty counterparts because of reduced manni ng

| evel s and depl oynent costs. When a squadron actually
activates, the costs of tenporary additional duty (TAD) paynents
for personnel, transportation of parts and supplies, and office
support equi prrent woul d i ncrease the operational costs nearly
twel ve percent. '

More inportant than the nonetary savings woul d be the gains
reali zed through reallocation of personnel. A comon practice
within Marine Aircraft Groups in recent years has been to
transfer personnel from one squadron returning froma depl oynent
to anot her squadron just in tine for it to reach required
personnel levels prior to its deploynent. Predictably, this
action places nunerous strains upon the affected Mari nes and
their famlies. By elimnating the reserve squadrons, active
duty personnel (which ensure the unit continues to function
bet ween reserve drill periods) could be returned to active duty
squadrons, thus elimnating the personnel shortfalls.

Addi tionally, because Congress requires reserve troop strength
to remain constant, transferring displaced reserve personnel to
ot her reserve units would create sim/lar inprovenents.

Moreover, the reserve pilots could fill nuch needed instructor



spots teaching new F/ A-18 Hornet pilots at any of the nation’s
three fleet replenishnent squadrons. This would allow active
duty pilots who currently fill instructor billets to return to
the active duty forces, thus further reducing the current
personnel shortfalls. This arrangenment would also directly
profit the Marine Corps, as the highly skilled reserve officers
could pass their skills along to the next generation of
avi at or s.

In addition to the benefits of shifting manpower assets,
the reallocation of reserve aircraft to the active duty forces
woul d al so prove advantageous. A recent nenorandum of agreenent
(MJA) between the Navy and Marine Corps requires the Marines to
al l ocate four F/ A-18 squadrons (in addition to four previously
integrated) to participate in Carrier Alr Wng rotations by
2008, and another two squadrons shortly thereafter.* By
utilizing reserve aircraft the Marine Corps can fulfill its
commtnments to the Navy while preserving its current force
concept of twelve aircraft per squadron, instead of decreasing
each squadron to ten aircraft as outlined in the MOA X This
reduction is planned in part because of the limted availability
and suitability of active duty aircraft. Finally, the transfer
of reserve assets to the active duty forces would increase

efficiency rates and reduce repair tines because the planes



woul d be flown every day and supported by the robust repair
facilities |ocated at each active duty base.*

The final justification for deactivation cones from policy
and research conpleted within the service itself. First, a
recent tactical aircraft integration agreenent between the
services states that both the Navy and the Mrine Corps have
agreed to each decomm ssion a reserve squadron during fiscal
year 2004.*''" Additional documentation conpiled at the Pentagon
lists nunmerous reasons for the decomm ssioning of each of the
four reserve squadrons, with justification ranging fromthe
geographic isolation of VMFA-112 in Ft Worth, TX, to the | ack of
avai l abl e trai ning ranges for VMFA-142 and VMFA-321, based at
Atlanta, GA and Andrews AFB, MD, respectively.XV Finally, the
4'h VAW Ti ger Team report stresses the inportance of fisca
ef ficiency, and the need to maxi m ze operating and training
progranms while centrally locating infrastructure near training
ranges and support equi pnent.* This coul d best be acconplished
by elimnating the reserve squadrons and reallocating their
assets throughout the fleet.

CONCLUSION

In the current environment of increased budgetary
restraints and having to do nore with less, it is critical that
the Marine Corps maximzes its limted assets. To this end, the

Marine Corps’ reserve F/ A-18 squadrons no | onger represent the



best use of those precious resources. By not activating them
during any of the major conflicts of the past fifty years, the
Marine Corps has denonstrated that the squadrons are no | onger
relevant. This point is further enphasized through the current
agreenent for the Navy and Marine Corps to each deconm ssion one
of their reserve squadrons during fiscal year 2004.

Additionally, the active duty forces will benefit greatly from
the reall ocation of resources, both in ternms of manpower and
aircraft, into their force structure. All of these points
clearly articulate the need for the Marine Corps to elimnate

its reserve F/ A-18 squadrons.
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